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SURVEY ON THE EMPLOYMENT PROFILE
OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY
GRADUATES IN HONG KONG
Cecilia W.P. Li-Tsang and Joanne W.M. Mok
Objective: This study aims to explore the demands for occupational therapy (OT) services in Hong
Kong through a local survey of the OT graduate employment profile.
Methods: This study was based on the information extracted from a graduate employment survey con-
ducted by the Student Affairs Office of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University from 2001 to 2005. It was
then followed by a more qualitative telephone survey. The data for the past 5 years (2001–2005) were
extracted. Descriptive statistics were adopted to present the job profile and demographic data of the OT
graduates. 
Results: The employment rate was maintained at around 90% in the past 5 years, with some graduates
migrating to other countries or studying for higher degrees. Most of the OT graduates were employed in
non-government organizations or private settings as shown by the increasing trends from 51% in 2001 to
76% in 2005. Their salary range was, in general, higher than the other graduates from the same university. 
Conclusion: There has been an increasing demand for OT services in the community setting. This might
lead to a shortage of graduates due to reduction in the number of students enrolled. Current curricula and
clinical education programmes may need to be revised to ensure that expanding community-based service
demands are met.
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Introduction
Occupational therapy (OT) is one of the multidisciplinary
professions in the rehabilitation of persons with disabilities.
According to the American Journal of Occupational Therapy,
Scope of Practice (2004), OTs work in institutions (hospitals,
nursing facilities), outpatient centres (clinics, medical and
therapy offices), home and community centres (home care,
schools, early intervention centres, day care centres, hospices,
sheltered workshops, industry and business) and research
facilities. In recent years, the scope of OT services in Hong
Kong appears to have shifted from acute medical settings such
as the Hospital Authority (HA) to community-based settings
and primary health care settings.
From 2002 to 2004, HA, the biggest employer of medical
and allied health staff in Hong Kong had zero expansion due
to the economic downturn of the society. Thus, the employ-
ment of new medical and allied health professionals had sub-
sequently reduced significantly. Graduates from medical
schools and allied health disciplines were confronted with a
lack of job opportunities after graduation. In the most recent
2005 policy address, the government of Hong Kong projected
that the elderly population will account for more than a quar-
ter of our total population by 2033. Furthermore, the HK gov-
ernment had previously put forward the idea of strengthening
our primary health care system, as well as to meet the demands
of a growing ageing population in HK. It is expected that the
future health care system will require tremendous resources
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and manpower for disease prevention and health promotion,
and for the provision of quality services and continuous care
to individuals in the community. It is therefore essential to
conduct an analysis on the demands for OT services in Hong
Kong by studying OT graduates’ employment status. 
Similar studies were conducted in the US by the American
Occupational Therapy Association in 1975. In Hong Kong, a
survey was conducted recently by the Hong Kong Occupational
Therapy Association to find out the scope of OT practice in
Hong Kong (Tse et al., 2005). However, the current trends of
service needs may be better reflected by recent graduates’
employment status. An overview on the employment condi-
tions, salary distribution, nature of work and types of employ-
ing organizations of OT graduates may help to determine the
changes in service needs. The review is not only beneficial in
projecting the future market needs for OT professional services,
but can also help academic professionals to revise the curri-
cula based on the needs of the community. The demands will
be reflected more objectively through a systematic survey,
thus helping the government and related bodies to project the
manpower demands for OTs in future. 
Methods
This study aims to provide a systematic review and analysis 
of the employment status of OT graduates through the annual
surveys conducted by the Student Affairs Office (SAO) of The
Hong Kong Polytechnic University. The employment surveys
contain details of graduates’ employment status, their serving
organization, occupational titles and average monthly salary.
In addition, the number of students enrolled and graduates per
year from 2001 to 2005 are reported.
The surveys were conducted annually by colleagues from
the SAO. A self-completed questionnaire was sent to each
graduate in mid August. Three written reminders were sent to
non-respondents between September and December. For those
who responded as unemployed, another round of survey was
done in December. In addition, telephone interviews were
conducted with non-respondents and those who were reported
to be unemployed in the earlier stage, in order to obtain a full
picture of OT graduates’ employment status. The completed
questionnaires were examined manually for accuracy prior to
data processing. The results of the survey were then sent to
each department. The clerical staff at the department then
contacted the graduates to further analyse the job nature, job
demands and the types of work settings in which they were
employed.
A part-time Research Assistant was employed to perform
the data collection, information retrieval and computation 
of the statistics for the review. The quantitative data from the
survey were analysed in MS Excel, and the relative percent-
age was calculated to help compare data within the period 
of analysis. The employment status of the graduates, type of
organization where they worked, job nature and work field,
their occupation title, monthly salary, and the number of OT
students enrolled and who graduated each year are reported.
Results
Over the 5-year review period, the response rate from the ques-
tionnaire ranged from 88.6% to 98.5%. A total of 354 students
responded to the questionnaire (Table 1). The employment
rates, salary ranges, employing organizations, types of work
settings, nature of work and occupational titles are reported 
as follows.
Employment Rates and Salary Ranges
Most graduates in the survey reported that they were employed
within half a year after graduation. The overall employment
rate was greater than 90% throughout the 5 years of the survey,
ranging from 90.3% in 2001 to 96.9% in 2005 (Table 2).
There was a sudden drop in employment for full time OTs
in 2003 mainly due to the episode of SARS in Hong Kong and
the economic downturn of the society. The HA and other 
government departments had zero growth in employment.
However, the full-time employment rate steadily rose from
2003 to 2005, when the rate of full-time employment was
93.8%. The average unemployment rate was 2.5% for 2001–
2005. Some graduates decided to pursue further studies (from
7.5% in 2002 to 4.5% in 2003). Others decided to work in other
countries to gain a broader experience in the rehabilitation
field. The unemployment rate was 0% in 2002 and also in 2004 
Table 1. Response rate of the employment survey from 2001 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001
Total number of questionnaires sent 65 70 68 83 85
Total number of respondents 64 62 66 80 82
Response rate (%) 98.5 88.6 97.1 96.4 96.5
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and 2005. Table 2 shows the detailed statistics of the employ-
ment status of OT graduates.
The mean salary range of the OT graduates was quite sta-
ble for 2001–2005, except between 2002 and 2003 when Hong
Kong faced an economic crisis after SARS. As a whole, the
mean salary range of OT graduates was higher than the mean
salary of university graduates from PolyU. OT graduates earned
approximately $1,500–3,000 more than other PolyU graduates
over the period surveyed (Table 3). 
Types of Employing Organizations 
Most OTs were employed by the HA (7–50%) and non-
government organizations (NGOs) (30–49%). Some worked
in “health care related disciplines” (11–31%), including private
clinics and health care related companies, while a small number
of graduates worked in “non-health care related disciplines”
(9–17%), which included public sector and other non-health
care companies. The types of organizations where OT gradu-
ates worked during 2001–2005 are shown in Table 4.
Over the past two decades, the HA was the largest
employer of OT graduates and there were more than 50% of
graduates working in HA settings. However, there was a sig-
nificant decrease of HA employment from 50% in 2002 to
only 7% in 2005. Meanwhile, the percentage of graduates
working in non-government settings gradually increased from
33% in 2001 to 45% in 2005. 
The OT graduates also worked in private clinics, academic
institutions, special schools or child assessment centres. The
percentage of employment in health-related professions showed
a trend of rapid increase, from 18% in 2001 to 31% in 2005.
Only a minority of graduates changed their jobs to join other
disciplines such as government officials, flight attendants, etc.
Types of Work Settings and Nature of Work
Most of the jobs offered by NGOs are related to services for
people with mental handicap (2–11%), mental illness (1–6%),
elderly (3–16%), children (4–10%), adults’ physical dysfunc-
tion (6–16%) and other sectors (0–5%). Among the different
types of work settings, those of the elderly, mental handicap,
and adult services were the most significant fields.
The service demand in the field of mental handicap has
been very steady throughout the past few years. Graduates
have been employed to work in special schools, sheltered
Table 2. Employment status of occupational therapy graduates from 2001 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001
n % n % n % n % n %
Total no. of graduates 65 70 68 83 85
Employed 62 96.9 60 96.8 60 90.9 74 92.5 67 90.3
Full-time employed 60 93.8 53 88.3 44 66.7 70 87.5 67* 81.7
Temporarily employed 0 0 2 3.8 4 6.1 3 3.8 1 1.2
Doing part-time job 2 3.1 5 8.3 12 18.1 1 1.2 6 7.4
Unemployed 0 0 0 0 2 3.0 0 0 7 8.5
Full-time further study 1 1.6 0 0 3 4.5 6 7.5 0 0
Not seeking employment 0 0 0 0 1 1.5 0 0 0 0
Emigrated/returned to country of 
origin/others 1 1.6 2 3.2 0 0 0 0 1 1.2
Total respondents to survey 64 98.5 62 88.6 66 97.1 80 96.4 82 96.5
Details not available 1 8 2 3 3
*Included one graduate who was engaged in self-employed full-time job. 
Source: Graduate Employment Survey 2000–2004 by SAO, and unpublished data from SAO (2005).
Table 3. Comparison of the positive difference of the mean
salary of OT graduates and other PolyU graduates in 2001–2005
Mean salary of 
(OT graduates − PolyU graduates)
2005 NA*
2004 +$1,503
2003 +$1,854
2002 +$2,480
2001 +$3,036
*Data not available.
Source: Adapted from Graduate Employment Survey 2000–2004 by
SAO, and unpublished data from SAO (2005).
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workshops, hostels and training centres for people with men-
tal handicap (2–11%). The job nature is wide and diversified,
ranging from physical, sensory-perceptual, activities of daily
living (ADL), vocational training to psychosocial training 
like tackling behavioural problems, etc. The skills required at
work range from very generic skills to professional specific
skills such as sensory integration training, neurodevelopmen-
tal training, etc.
Graduates also worked for the elderly in day centres, care
and attention homes and in the patients’ homes (3–16%). Their
job interventions involved aspects such as physical and ADL,
and services such as reminiscence in dementia care, etc. Also,
a significant number of them worked in community elderly
centres and self-help organizations.
Other than the above, some OTs (4–10%) worked in child
assessment centres under the management of the Department
of Health. Some worked in child care centres, school settings
and day training centres under the subvention of the Social
Welfare Department. Their job demands include management
of children with physical handicap, autism, learning disabili-
ties, etc. These settings usually require specialized OT skills
such as sensory integration, conductive education, etc. Some
OTs were employed to work with patients with mental illness
in sheltered workshops, half-way house and hostels (1–6%).
They provided vocational training, social skills training and
support to patients’ family members.
A considerable number of OT graduates were employed
by tertiary institutions as research therapists (4–6 per year).
There are more and more OTs employed by private clinics,
from 3–7 graduates in 2001–2003 to around 7–9 in 2004 and
2005. Most of them were specialized in the management of
children with disabilities and some conducted vocational
assessment and training for patients with work-related injuries
(Table 5).
Table 4. Types of organizations where occupational therapy graduates worked from 2001 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001
n % n % n % n % n %
Total no. of graduates (full-time employed) 60 53 44 70 67
Hospital authority 4 7 6 11 18 41 35 50 24 36
Non-government organizations 27 45 26 49 13 30 21 30 22 33
Health-related professions (included private clinics,
medical equipment companies etc.) 19 31 16 30 9 20 8 11 12 18
Non-health related professions 10 17 5 10 4 9 6 9 9 13
Source: Graduate Employment Survey 2000–2004 by SAO, and unpublished data from SAO (2005).
Table 5. Types of work settings and nature of work of occupational therapy graduates from 2001 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001
n % n % n % n % n %
Total no. of graduates (full-time employed) 60 53 44 70 67
Hospital authority 4 7 6 11 18 41 36 51 24 36
Mental handicap 4 7 6 11 1 2 4 6 7 11
Mental illness 2 3 3 6 2 5 1 1 2 3
Elderly 6 10 4 8 7 16 2 3 3 5
Paediatrics 6 10 3 6 2 5 3 4 5 7
Adult and physical dysfunction 6 10 8 15 3 6 11 16 6 9
Others (e.g. AIDS) 3 5 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0
Tertiary institution (research therapist) 6 10 6 11 6 14 4 6 5 7
Private 7 12 9 17 1 2 3 4 1 1
Other disciplines (e.g. medical sale  
companies, non-health care disciplines) 15 25 8 15 2 5 6 9 13 20
Details not listed 1 1 0 0 1 2 0 0 1 1
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Occupational Titles
The majority of OT graduates were employed as full-time
“Occupational Therapist” on graduation. The overall percent-
age of graduates holding this title was over 70% except 
in 2001 and 2003 when the job market was not favourable.
The episode of SARS affected the HK economy in 2003 and
27% of OTs were employed with occupational titles such 
as “Programme Workers”, and “Community Rehabilitation
Practitioners” (other health-related professionals). Their work
duties were similar to those of an occupational therapist 
but their salary was much reduced. However, the situation
improved over the next 2 years and only a small number of
graduates were employed under these job titles (9% in 2004,
0% in 2005) (Table 6).
Intake of OT Students and Number of Graduates 
The intake of OT students at the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University is governed by the University Grants Committee
(UGC). The committee monitors the intake of OT and other
allied health professional training based on societal demands.
As shown in Table 7, the intake of OT students dropped sig-
nificantly from 80 in 2001 to 40 in 2005. However, there has
also been a gradual increase in OT employment in the past 2
years. In the Figure, the supply and demand of OTs from 2006
Table 6. Job title held by occupational therapy graduates from 2001 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001
n % n % n % n % n %
Total no. of graduates (full-time employed) 60 53 44 70 67
Occupational therapist 43 71 37 70 22 50 30 43 49 73
Other medical and health worker 
(e.g. programme worker) 5 9 12 27 28 40 1 1
Marketing/sales executive, sales supervisor 5 8 3 6 1 1 5 7
Research assistant/technicians 1 2 2 4 4 9 3 4 2 3
Social worker 1 2 2 5 2 3 1 1
Teaching in primary school 1 2
Librarian 1 2
Other educational personnel 1 2
Customer services officer 1 2 2 3
Clerk (excluding article clerk and legal clerk) 1 2 1 1
Other executive (e.g. project executive) 2 3 1 2
Personnel/administrative/management executive 1 2 1 2 2 3
Air-hostess 4 6 2 3
Government executive officer 1 1
Shipping/airline/transport executive 1 2
Minister in religion and related member 
of religious order 1 1
Teacher in secondary school 1 1 1 1
Teacher in kindergarten 1 1
Computer programmer 1 1
Immigration officer/assistant 1 1
Insurance salesperson and underwriter 1 1
Special education teacher 1 1
Secretary/personal secretary 1 2
Teaching staff in tertiary/post-secondary/
technical institute
Trading executive, merchandiser, buyer and 
purchasing agent 1 2
Commercial and technical salesperson 
(e.g. sales engineer) 1 2
Estate development/management officer 1 2
Fire officer, fireman, ambulance officer and 
ambulanceman 1 2
Source: Graduate Employment Survey 2000–2004 by SAO, and unpublished data from SAO (2005).
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onwards have been projected, based on past years’ number of
student intake and graduate employment. It is estimated that
the number of OTs required in the market will expand, based
on the increasing trend shown in 2004 and 2005. However,
due to the reduction in student intake, there may be a shortage
of graduates to meet market needs by 2008.
In the past, the employment demands of the HA were used 
as one of the main indicators for student intake in the field of
rehabilitation. This was the case when most OTs were employed
by the HA. Student intake increased from 45 to 90 from 1998
to 2001 when the HA expanded and built new hospitals.
However, student intake was significantly reduced from 80
students in 2001 to 40 in 2005 due to the economic downturn
in Hong Kong (Table 7). During that time, the government
had a huge deficit and most of the OT posts in the HA were
frozen. The employment rate was further affected by the
episode of SARS in 2003. Therefore, the rate of employment
of OT graduates was lowest in 2002–2003. The percentage was
further magnified as the number of graduates in these 3 years
was the highest, with around 85 students graduating per year.
Discussion 
This review of the graduate employment surveys for
2001–2005 showed that the rate of employment of OT gradu-
ates was over 90%, indicating a consistent demand from the
society of Hong Kong. Despite the economic recession and
the SARS episode in 2003, the employment statistics showed
that most of the graduates were employed within a year of
graduation.
The reduction in the rate of employment in 2001 was
mainly due to the socioeconomical situation. The 9/11 attacks
on the US had a significant impact on the worldwide economy,
including that of Hong Kong. The HA was forced to freeze 
the posts for all health-related professionals. In addition, the
unemployment rate was further magnified by the relatively
high number of graduates from earlier years. 
Due to the SARS episode that occurred in Hong Kong,
Mainland China and some Asian countries, the government
had to re-distribute resources to infection control and preven-
tion, e.g. research on the treatment of SARS, purchase of per-
sonal protective equipment, education and promotion on
infection control, etc. Without doubt, the funding for man-
power recruitment was used to finance the urgent ad hoc
issues that needed to be resolved promptly. Also, the health
care system had put forward the policy that only emergency
medical cases should be managed. Other health-related ser-
vices such as rehabilitation services were suspended to pre-
vent the spreading of disease. All these factors might have had
a direct impact on the employment of OT graduates. 
The employment demands were shown to increase again
in 2004 and 2005, as Hong Kong gradually recovered from
the economic downturn and SARS. The overall employment
rate reached 95% in 2005.
The economic downturn and the frozen post policy not only
affected the rate of employment but also the employment condi-
tions of our OT graduates. Since OTs have a fixed starting salary
in the HA and there was insufficient budget to employ an OT,
some organizations put forward occupational titles such as pro-
gramme workers, rehabilitation workers or project managers and
coordinators to employ OT graduates at a lower starting salary.
Their main duties were to provide OT services for patients. 
In this way, the organizations could still employ OTs under 
their limited budget to provide quality rehabilitation services.
Fortunately, these titles were shown to have a declining trend
from the peak of 40% in 2002 to 9% in 2004 and 0% in 2005.
This obviously reflected the demands of OTs in the society.
In this survey, OT services in Hong Kong have moved
from medical settings to the community or home settings. 
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Figure. Projected supply and demand of occupational therapists
from 2006 onwards.
Table 7. Student intake and number of graduates from 1997 to 2005
2005 2004 2003 2002 2001 2000 1999 1998 1997
Student intake, n 40 40 51 69 80 78 89 90 55
Graduates, n 65 70 69 84 85 53 50 43 49
(2002 intake) (1998 intake)
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In contrast to the shrinking and saturation of OT employment
in the HA, the employment from NGO and other health-
related sectors increased gradually. In 2004 and 2005, NGOs
were the biggest employer of new graduates (49% and 45%),
compared to the HA (11% and 7%). This may be explained 
by the extensive expansion of the NGO sectors as well as the
increasing recognition of the OT profession in service provi-
sion and contribution to these organizations.
Since the employment of OT graduates has moved from
hospitals to the community, it is essential to locate the service
demands within our local community. From recent employ-
ment trends, it seems that there is more potential demand for
OT manpower in the fields of mental handicap, elderly, adult
and social services when compared with the other subgroups.
The number of new OTs working in elderly centres, care and
attention homes have increased in the past few years. The
effect of an ageing population certainly has an impact on the
service demands of rehabilitation disciplines such as OT. It
was found that the private sector contributed a large share to
OT graduates’ employment. It might be an important sector to
create job opportunities for future graduates.
In view of the changes in service demands of OTs, it is
important to revise the OT curricula so that graduates can be
better equipped with the professional knowledge and skills
required to work in these new work settings. Students should 
be exposed to these community settings during their clinical
placements so as to understand the job nature and working
mode. In view of the shift of OT from the medical setting of
the HA to community settings, it is projected that there will be
more demand for OTs working in these subvented settings.
The scope of practice could be extended further to include
children, the elderly, people with mental illness, mental han-
dicap and other chronic diseases. In addition, with the new
health care model focussing on primary health care, more
OTs will be involved in health promotion, prevention of 
diseases and other community maintenance programmes.
With all of these projections, the current reduced student
intake (40 per year) may not be sufficient to cope with the
demands of community-based rehabilitation programmes and
also the primary health care model proposed by the Health,
Welfare and Food Bureau of the Hong Kong government. The
manpower projection of all allied health professionals should
be reviewed with regard to the new health care reform and the
number of trained professionals needed should be carefully
calculated. It is important to note that manpower shortage will
adversely affect service coverage to the public, the quality of
service provision and also diminish the professional workforce
in Hong Kong.
Conclusion
This survey revealed the employment status of OT graduates
in 2001–2005 and it was important to reflect on the current
employment situation of OTs in Hong Kong so that careful
planning of resources and funding allocation can be made.
Further, the service demands for OTs in the local community
are reflected. The need to revise the curricula of current OT
programmes is important so that graduates will be more 
prepared to work in settings other than hospitals. 
It was found that the rate of employment of OT graduates
has been positive and there were very few graduates who 
were unable to obtain a job after graduation. The survey also
reflected the diverse and broad scopes of service demands for
OT graduates, particularly the community-based settings such
as elderly centres, school settings, sheltered workshops, paedi-
atric centres and private clinics, etc. The changes of services
from medical settings to community settings have brought up
the need to revise the curricula of OT programmes so that
graduates can be better prepared to work in these settings. In
order to solve these potential problems and crises, it is sug-
gested that the focus of academic curricula and clinical place-
ments be shifted to a more community-based rather than a
hospital-based one.
The current student intake for the OT programme is 40.
However, there seems to be a growing demand for OTs to
work in community and primary health care settings. The
funding body should consider reviewing the number of stu-
dents to be admitted so that the demands of professional OT
services can be met in the coming years. 
To conclude, this survey is the first study conducted locally
to provide an objective overview of OT graduates’ employment
status and to determine the current demands of OT services 
in the community, thus helping stakeholders, professionals 
and senior officials in the government to have a better plan 
for future manpower demands in the OT field. It is hoped that
this study can aid in better strategic planning and benefit the
students, patients and the society as a whole.
Limitations and Recommendations
In this study, most of the data collected by the SAO only
reflected the employment status of graduates who were work-
ing on a full-time basis. The information of graduates who were
temporary or part-time employees were not recorded, e.g. their
occupational title, working organization, etc. Therefore, the sur-
vey does not fully represent the overall employment status of all
graduates. It is suggested that further surveys to be conducted
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in future should also gather information on graduates working
part-time in order to reflect the employment profile of all OT
graduates more accurately.
Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge the contribution of the
Student Affairs Office (SAO) of The Hong Kong Polytechnic
University. We would also like to thank Ms. Judy Lam and all
the occupational therapy graduates who participated in this
study.
References
Acquaviva FA. AOTA Human Resources Project. (1975, May–June). 3.
The member data survey. American Journal of Occupational Therapy,
29, 293–296.
Acquaviva FR. AOTA Human Resources Project. (1975, August). 4. The
member data survey—demographic characteristics of occupational ther-
apy personnel. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 29, 426–431.
Graduate Employment Survey 2000. Student Affairs Office. Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Graduate Employment Survey 2001. Student Affairs Office. Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Graduate Employment Survey 2002. Student Affairs Office. Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Graduate Employment Survey 2003. Student Affairs Office. Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Graduate Employment Survey 2004. Student Affairs Office. Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Hospital Authority (HKSAR) (2005). Hospital Authority Annual Plan
Executive Summary 2005/2006. http://www.ha.org.hk.
Scope of Practice (2004). American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 58,
673–677.
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR) (2005). The Chief Executive Policy Address 2005. http://
www.policyaddress.gov.hk/2005/eng/p66.htm.
Tse, A.Y.K., Cheng, S.W.C., Li-Tsang, C.W.P., Chan, S.Y.C., Tsang-Lau,
A.K.P., So, G.S.P., Chiu, A.S.M., Tam, S.C.W., Yu, E.C.L., Chan, E.P.S. &
Chui, D.Y.Y. (2005). Survey of occupational therapy practice in Hong
Kong in 2004. Hong Kong Journal of Occupational Therapy, 15, 16–26.
